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Background

“Actually we are rather good at disability - we have put in new ramps and lifts. We have had a working party put together an excellent policy on disability.”
Many employers and educational establishments, both large and small, in the United Kingdom pride themselves on their initiatives and policy on disability - and there are without doubt examples of excellent practice. I however would suggest that we are only in the ‘foothills‘ of real integration of the whole profile of disabled people in the employment sector and education, and we have a long way to ‘climb’ before we can be satisfied. The employment issues associated with those with hidden different abilities, sometimes called the neurodiverse, are perhaps the least understood by educators, employers and society at large.
Many organisations state that they have established good policies and practices for members of staff who have a disability. They explain that they have spent time in working parties and in turn have documented policies. When individuals are asked what they are doing to promote understanding and requirements for those with disabilities, they often respond: "Would you like to see the policy - and the lifts and ramps we have installed?” A disability policy folder and the more obvious adjustments for those with physical or sensory disabilities are the more familiar tangible evidence of an organisation’s understanding of disability. The progression through experimentation with changes in practice to successful outcomes for those with hidden neurological processing difficulties (the neurodiverse) is far more uncharted and less established than the physical adaptation of buildings and equipment. I suggest that a broader range of understanding is required for neurodiverse people in the workplace.  
Evidently it is far harder for an organisation to integrate change into their systems for different thinkers than it is to change tangible resources. Those whose cognitive maps are differently ‘designed’ from the majority often challenge practice and methodology which has been established to suit that majority. This makes people with these kinds of brain vulnerable in the employment sector. A neurodiverse profile can pose a radical challenge to preconceived ideas and concepts of measurement, competency frameworks and appraisal systems. It may require a change of mindset in the organisation. This is obviously less easy to audit than the provision of physical adjustments. 
As there are no obvious external signs of neurodiversity, an individual who is neurodiverse will often only make disclosure when an area of difficulty has been identified, frequently because their performance has not been able to fulfil expectation. A good employer explores with the employee the reasons why this has happened. The employer should then balance the needs of the workplace with the perceived shortfalls of performance. In the workplace there is little understanding of the nature of the neurodiverse condition and the required reasonable adjustments. In many cases the employer is keen to understand these needs, but their experience is limited as to what to do and why the required adjustments are appropriate.

Who are the neurodiverse? 
This term neurodiverse is in itself challenging  and new; to clarify who comes within this spectrum it is important to understand  the term. I will now give an example of an organisation which is working to raise awareness of its meaning. The Developmental Adult Neurodiversity Association (DANDA) is a charity that is founded and run by people who have dyspraxia, Asperger’s Syndrome, ADHD and related conditions such as dyslexia, dyscalculia and others who share a different way of processing information. I am proud to be an original member. Many of these conditions overlap and we formed DANDA in recognition of an individual’s difference within a range of neurodiverse conditions.
All members of the charity have been ‘labelled’ with different psychological or medical conditions, but have together explored their own thinking and working differences and defined and taken ownership of the parameters of their differences by using the term neurodiversity. This is an umbrella term, covering a range of complex processing differences. The members describe neurodiversity as a spectrum of neurological conditions concerning how effective an individual is in processing information. DANDA suggests it affects 20% of the population, yet certain aspects of neurodiversity are little known. The profile is a mixture of abilities and disabilities. Although the term neurodiversity is not a recognised term within the context of the Disability Discrimination Acts, many of the conditions under the umbrella term do fall within the Acts.
The joy of humanity is that we are all individual in the way we respond to things. Therefore we could, in the widest sense, all be considered to be neurodiverse - we all think differently and  are on a continuum of strengths and weaknesses. However, it is important to understand that there are individuals who process specific information in such different ways to the majority because of very specific differences in their neurological processing. The neurodiverse have always been part of the population, but they have been (and are) often stigmatised by others with labels such as lazy, eccentric, gifted or strange; the labels are consistent with a lack of understanding. Although many individuals with neurodiversity have contributed to society, others have been, and many still are, marginalised.  
There is a government agenda for people to contribute to society by being part of the workforce. Most people with neurodiversity would like to work, and therefore self-knowledge and disclosure are key issues for them.
Since when have people had to ‘admit’ that they are different?
The Disability Discrimination Act 1995 (DDA) introduced to employers the concept of a duty to make reasonable adjustments for people with a disability. It applies throughout employment, including the job description, application for the job, appraisal, training, promotion and references.  The law states that a person with a disability should not be made redundant on the grounds of their disability.  
The DDA also covers the issue of disclosure in employment.  The Code of Practice (section 4.57) explains that “an employer is not under any obligation to make an adjustment if he does not know, and could not be reasonably be expected to know, that a person has a disability which is likely to place the person at a substantial disadvantage" (Section six of the Act refers). So the employer has no obligation to enquire about disability and only has an obligation to carry out reasonable adjustment if the employee discloses – “unless it is reasonable to expect the employer to know the individual has a disability”.  So how can an employer “reasonably know” that someone is neurodiverse?  This means that for anybody with a hidden disability or processing difference they must disclose the effect of their disability if they are to have appropriate adjustments.  
Unlike in education, the employer does not have to anticipate that individuals will have difficulties or disabilities and make adjustment or preparation for adjustment in advance. (The Disability Discrimination Act 2005 brings in much more pro-active duties.) Despite the risk that neurodiverse people in their first job will under-achieve without appropriate adjustments, few educational establishments assist their students with documents for disclosure. Nor do they nurture the student’s own self-understanding of their neurodiversity in such a way as to encourage them to feel confident about making disclosure when they move on to employment. In fact there are still careers advisors and others who suggest individuals do not make disclosure until they have a job! The argument is often put forward that at the stage of a sift or first selection, a neurodiverse candidate will be discriminated against. If we are to give neurodiverse people a place in our society, it is important that this changes, both in concept and in practice.  
There is a significant difference between disclosure in an educational environment, where people may have an understanding of processing differences such as dyslexia or dyspraxia, and a workplace environment where the management may not understand the nature of neurodiversity. So, from an employment point of view and a careers advice point of view, we need to provide a culture which ensures that an individual is comfortable and prepared to make disclosure. If a disabled person expects an employer to make reasonable adjustment, “he will need to provide the employer with sufficient information to carry out that adjustment".
Applicants therefore should consider disclosure at the point of application. It is important that disclosure is made at this point, as both employer and interviewee would benefit from knowing how adjustments for specific needs can be accommodated from the beginning to ensure an individual can perform to strength. If disclosure is to be made at this early stage, the applicant must be comfortable with their particular processing difference; they must understand the adjustments, tools and techniques which suit them.  The employer should have a basic understanding of the differences found in neurodiverse people; because such differences are usually in unique combinations, s/he needs to learn from the individual involved. 
In conjunction with the need to disclose is the need to maintain confidentiality under the Data Protection Act. This means the individual must give their explicit consent to the processing of the data, i.e. their disclosure. Transfer of that information within the organisation or to a new agency cannot take place without consent; again this impacts on careers advice and job applications. The individual has the right to confidentiality in relation to their processing difference. However, this right has wide-ranging implications; it can significantly impact on the extent of adjustment that is practical. It may also not help the increasing acceptance of difference within an organisation.  
In practical terms, the employer needs to provide an environment which makes disclosure easy, meets the needs of confidentiality and ensures an individual maintains a dignity of difference. This may include requesting information prior to interview through an invitation to disclose on application forms. Good practice would further suggest a clearly defined opportunity for disclosure along a career path. Individuals who have not been identified in the education process are being identified with various types of neurodiversity in adulthood. This often occurs when an individual hits a “glass ceiling” (that is to say that they are unable to move on in their career). This may be through failed promotion or inability to learn an aspect of a job. It is therefore imperative that there is dual responsibility taken by organisations and individuals to understand what neurodiversity means both personally and organisationally.  

My company, Key 4 Learning, has been working with organisations to create good practice across a whole organisation. Many organisations we have worked with have been developing sound policy on neurodiversity issues.  At the recruitment stage, Human Resources (HR) staff are helped to create an invitation for the individual to make disclosure. The invitation is worded in such a way as to ensure that the individual will fulfil their potential at the interview through the organisation making appropriate adjustments. The wording is phrased to encourage understanding that the organisation promotes the concept of employing disabled people. 
If a person discloses a disability, the recruitment department will phone to gain understanding  of the nature of the impairment.  A proforma will be used to ensure that the disability is understood, how it affects the individual and the appropriate adjustments that are required. The employer is encouraged to create a “pick and mix” list to discuss with the candidate. If appropriate, the individual may be invited to see the building and possibly meet interviewers in advance, to ensure they are able to perform to the best of their ability at interview. The interviewer and the recruitment department will have been briefed to understand the nature of the disability and why the optional adjustments may be appropriate for that disability.  

Key 4 Learning encourages organisations to provide windows of opportunity to disabled staff to make disclosure throughout their career. Named staff in Recruitment, HR, Welfare, Occupational Health and so on are identified as being available to discuss disclosure issues and how individuals can fulfil potential in employment.
The nature of disclosure
I suggest that it may be inadvisable to pass on psychologists’ reports or medical assessments as the first indication of a disability to an uneducated employer. Frequently reports are aimed at educational practitioners and have information that may mislead or give incorrect emphasis. The tests conducted to identify processing differences tend to focus on the difficulties, and so scores may be low and give a negative picture to an uninformed employer. The report may not focus on the individual’s strengths and the strategies that have been developed to overcome areas of difficulty.
An approach which has been deployed successfully in many organisations is for the individual to prepare a disclosure document. This document should be no larger than two sides of A4 and present a balanced view of the individual's strengths and challenges. Key issues should be concisely identified. The document should include basic personal information, a statement of introduction explaining when and how identification was made, and a statement detailing the nature of the processing difference. The major part of the document should set out a list of strengths and challenges (a bullet point format works well). Then, matching with the challenges, suggestions for appropriate adjustment should be listed. These suggestions could include technology and process change, plus adjustments for training periods.  

The whole document should be titled ‘confidential’, or if in environments where other terminology is used, that which is appropriate. It is useful to complete documents with a statement that further information can be provided if necessary. Some Occupational Health departments may require medical or psychological evidence; this is often inappropriate for interview panels or line managers.
An example of a disclosure document follows. This was recently compiled with a client who was about to take part in a promotion process.  Names have been changed for confidentiality reasons. Having completed such a disclosure document, the next step is to decide how widely it may be distributed; it may be that the individual asks that permission is requested each time before it is circulated, or may give free access to anyone in the organisation.
Private and Confidential

Disclosure Document

for

Miss J Brown

Organisation: Environmental Monitoring Authority
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	Miss J Brown
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Introduction

Miss Brown is dyspraxic.  She was assessed by an Occupational Therapist in March 2003.

Dyspraxia

Dyspraxia affects up to 10% of the population in varying degrees. It generally manifests itself as difficulties with co-ordination. This is reflected in movement, body language and sometimes speech. Some of the positive aspects of dyspraxia are:

· Being good at multi-tasking

· Having empathy

· Having excellent long term memory for detail

· Persistence and determination

· Having the capacity to see the big picture 

· An ability to look focus on detail and then relate information to the big picture.

Some of the more common challenges include:

· Planning and organising of thoughts 

· Concentrating, especially with distraction

· Being slower in picking up on non-verbal signals in others, so can sometimes appear brusque

· Visual and auditory processing differences that result in sensory sensitivity

· Poor balance and co-ordination

· Others misunderstanding body language.
There is no ‘cure’ for dyspraxia but there are some strategies which can be learned, that are helpful. People who are dyspraxic have to focus on their ideas without distraction.  This may mean that they do not look directly at others. This must not be misconstrued but understood as being part of the processing difference.  

Disclosure

Since Miss Brown’s dyspraxia was identified, she has understood and overcome many of the challenges, but it will be useful for others to be aware of the nature of her disability. Her motor difficulties mean she has to concentrate more than others on her physical movements. She has some difficulty with co-ordination and balance. It may be useful for others to be aware of these issues because they may impact on their perception of her. Although Miss Brown has understood her processing difference and has been able to manage her disability more effectively and learned management strategies, she feels she would like others to be aware of her dyspraxia.

Reasonable adjustments

We suggest that Miss Brown would benefit from the following:

· Primarily for others to be aware of her disability and the effect on her processing and communication skills
· Time to process information in her own way
· It may be appropriate for her to use a notebook to write information to help organisation of thoughts
· In interviews, using a previously created mind-map for reference and to focus her thinking
· Time to familiarise herself with new environments and jargon and clarify understanding
· Awareness that she is affected by external distractions e.g. light and noise; allowances should be made for this 

· Understanding that she may project differences in body language and focus and eye movement.

If there are any specific reasonable adjustments for different components of the application process for the Promotion Board, please do not hesitate to contact the author of this report so we can ensure they are put in place.
(Signed)
Mary Brown

8 November 2005

-------------------------

Employer's etiquette
The DDA suggests that an employer should only ask about disability during interview if it may be relevant to the person's ability to do the job. If no disclosure has been made and there is no reason why the job should be affected by the disability, the employer and potential employee may perceive that there is no need to discuss disability-related issues.  
Many organisations now require aptitude tests, visits to assessment centres or group interviews, and it may be that an individual will be disadvantaged in any of these because of their neurodiversity. It may be unreasonable to expect adjustment to content or timing on the day because of tight timing issues. Equally, employers should ask applicants if adjustments are required prior to interviews. They may not do this, and under the DDA have no obligation to do so. I suggest that good practice would help all parties; it is important for the applicant to find out exactly what is required at an interview before the day, so if adjustments are needed they may be made. The adjustments may be similar to those that are provided in examinations. 
In Summary
Understanding of hidden disabilities is still patchy across the UK. The concept of different neurological processing has not been embedded in people’s understanding.  Information about dyslexia, dyspraxia and other differences is publicised through articles in the print media, television and radio programmes. However the concept of people with these processing differences being the people who stand next to you in the bus queue or in the supermarket or work alongside you, is still not grasped by the majority. Yet individuals with these differences are adapting and adjusting to procedure, policy and expectation that often challenge their processing differences. 
From the moment an individual with neurodiversity starts at school, they become aware that there are aspects of their thinking profile that challenge others and the way in which they integrate with the majority. This continues throughout their lives. The new Disability Equality Duty (Disability Discrimination Act 2005) now suggests in law that adjustments are required to promote the social model of disability and integration of people with disability into the host society. This concept of adjustment is new to the majority, yet those with neurodiversity have been making adjustments since primary school to enable themselves to fit in. This sometimes manifests itself in frustration, despair and disillusionment.  
Those of us with a hidden disability are continually having to remind ourselves that it is important to remember the rest of the world do not have the experience, that the neurodiverse have, of continually making adjustment to be understood by the host society. We live in a neurotypical society that is only just learning about adjustments and what that means. The neurotypical may need understanding and patience from the neurodiverse population during the process of social change that is taking place. 

When the neurodiverse became frustrated, it is helpful for them to remember that it is not only they as individuals who benefit from good constructive understanding across society: it is also creating good practice for those who follow. While the neurodiverse may be ‘disabled’ in some areas, they can be very much able in others. Society can only benefit if their skills are fully utilised in the workplace.
